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land hermit crabs 


This land hermit crab has extended its body about as 
far out of its shell as it can go without leaving the shell 
entirely. Photo by Paul Bartley. 








Out of its shell, the land hermit crab is cut off from its 
major source of protection and becomes easy prey for 
its enemies. Photo by Paul Bartley. 


Land hermit crabs have a 
liking for decaying 
wood; the only types of 
wood that they prefer to 
avoid are those that are 
naturally resinous in 
content and those that 
have been chemically 
treated to retard 
disintegration and 
insect attack. Photo by 
Paul Bartley. 
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Introduction 

My first experience with land hermit crabs 
came several years ago in the Florida Keys, 
where I saw them come out in battalions at night 
to scavenge the shoreline. It was later that I dis¬ 
covered through a TV program that they make 
great pets. Since their nationwide introduction on 
the Johnny Carson Show, they have become the 
favorite pet of thousands—perhaps hundreds of 
thousands—of people. It’s easy to see why. They 
are interesting, colorful, clean, odorless and very 
easy to care for. You can leave them alone for 
weeks while you take a vacation and not worry 
about them. If this is your first experience with 
land hermit crabs, you are in for a treat. This 
book will help you enjoy them to the fullest and, if 
scientific estimates are correct, develop an own¬ 
er-pet relationship that will last most of your life. 
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General Information 

Land hermit crabs (also called hermit tree 
crabs) are crustaceans, belonging to the same di¬ 
versified group—the class Crustacea—as shrimps 
and lobsters and barnacles and water fleas and 
fish lice and pill bugs. Authorities differ as to the 
exact taxonomic placement of land hermit crabs 
within their class, some lumping them on the fam¬ 
ily level with certain other crabs and some giving 
them familial status of their own. For our purp¬ 
oses we’ll consider land hermit crabs to belong to 
the family Coenobitidae, genus Coenobita. There 
are several species in the genus Coenobita, and 
the species most often sold as a pet is Coenobita 
clypeatus. Individuals of this species are easily 
obtained from the Caribbean islands and the Flor¬ 
ida Keys. Other species in the same genus in¬ 
clude: Coenobita compressus, C. rugosus and C. 
perlatus. These species are found primarily in the 
Pacific area of the world and are not often avail¬ 
able. The name “hermit” as applied to our crabs 
is misleading, because in the wild they live in 
groups and usually travel in large packs that 
roam the shorelines at night (they are nocturnal 
for the most part) in search of food. The name ac¬ 
tually refers to the solitary existence of the crabs 
in the shells they take as their homes. 

In their natural environment land hermit 
crabs have been known to migrate in large num¬ 
bers over long distances, but they usually stay 
within a few miles of the shoreline. They can be 
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Most retail outlets 
that sell land 
hermit crabs also 
sell a variety of 
empty snail shells 
that can be used as 
the crabs need 
larger quarters. 

Photo by Paul 
Bartley. 


The crabs often leave their shells and explore empty 
shells available to them. Photo by Paul Bartley. 
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Being careful in the 
handling of a land hermit 
crab has two objectives: 
your benefit as well as the 
crab’s benefit. Photo by Or 
Herbert R. Axelrod. 





found almost anywhere, from sandy beaches to 
caves to the tops of trees. Their ability to climb is 
unbelievable. I have even seen them climb a sea¬ 
wall that is seemingly straight up, then turn a 
corner upside down. They are not aggressive. 
Crabs of very different sizes may be kept together 
without any problems. In most activities it seems 
as though the crabs ignore each other. If they en¬ 
counter another crab in their travels, they will 
climb over it as if it were just another empty shell. 

Land hermit crabs are decapods; that is, they 
have ten legs. The forward central pair of legs 


A marine hermit crab, Pagurus bernardus. Although the land hermit 
crabs begin their lives in the sea, they become progressively less 
dependent on water as they grow older. Aquatic hermit crabs, of 
course, although able to live out of water for a while, are permanent 
residents of the sea. Photo by H. Hansen, Aquarium Berlin. 






Birgus latro, the coconut crab—also called robber crab—is the lar¬ 
gest of all hermit crab species, often growing to over a foot in 
length. This crab, which is equipped with claws heavy and strong 
enough to allow it to dehusk and open coconuts, is much more 
aggressive than the land hermit crabs kept as pets. As it becomes 
older and larger, the coconut crab no longer attempts to maintain 
its body within a shell. 

(chelipeds) are different from each other. The left 
has a large pincer, usually purple, that is used for 
climbing and defense. The right has a smaller pin¬ 
cer that normally is used for eating and climbing. 
The second and third pairs of legs are called am¬ 
bulatory legs. It is on these four legs that the crab 
walks. The fourth and fifth pairs of legs never ex¬ 
tend out of the shell and are used by the crab to 
hold himself inside the shell and to maneuver the 
shell while walking. The crabs’ eyes are situated 
at the end of stalks extending from the “head,” 
and the crabs can see well...or at least they’re 
very sensitive to movement, however perceived. 
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The all-glass aquariums now very popular among tropical fish hob¬ 
byists offer advantages as homes for land hermit crabs that the 
older metal-framed aquariums (such as the one shown here) do not. 
They are lighter in weight and have a greater unobstructed viewing 
area. Photo by Dr. Herbert R. Axelrod. 
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Land hermit crabs are for the most part gregarious and can be main¬ 
tained together safely, although of course there is always the 
chance that a larger animal will bully a smaller one or harm it by 
preventing it from getting its share of food. Photo by Paul Bartley. 












Feeding 

Feeding land hermit crabs is easier than feed¬ 
ing any other pet I can think of. They are omnivor¬ 
ous, which means they will eat almost anything. A 
good commercially prepared food should be the 
staple part of their diet, and usually a commer¬ 
cially prepared food available at pet shops is the 
easiest to obtain and most convenient to use. The 
crabs also like bread, crackers, lettuce, apples, 
oatmeal, commeal, dry dog food and cookies. As 
a special treat I give mine bologna or vanilla 
wafers. Remove spoiled food immediately. They 

The crabs’ home can be kept completely enclosed by using an 
aquarium or terrarium tank equipped with a full-hood cover and 
light reflector. The more simple the arrangement of decorative 
devices in the tank, the easier it is to keep clean. Photo by Darling 
Pet Farms. 
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seem to have a preference for decaying wood ex¬ 
cept for cedar and pine. Don’t worry if it seems 
that your crabs are not eating. They can go for 
long periods of time without eating. Their normal 
intake is less than you would expect. Just be sure 
there is good fresh food available for them when 
they want it. Water is a necessity. A heavy 
shallow dish of fresh water should always be 
available. 


In choosing pieces of wood for the crabs’ home, try to avoid pieces 
that have deep cavities into which food can fall and remain effec¬ 
tively out of reach of the crabs. Such food soon becomes the focus 
of pollution. Photo by Darling Pet Farms. 


15 







Land hermit crabs are very 
good climbers and should 
be provided with some type 
of structure on which their 
climbing inclinations can 
be worked out. Pieces of 
driftwood (preferably cured 
and sterilized driftwood) 
are fine forthis purpose. 

Photo by Paul Bartley. 



16 












Housing and 
Environment 

Land hermit crabs enjoy temperatures in the 
range of 70° to 80°F., so they are at home in your 
home—unless you happen to live in an especially 
cold home. Naturally extremes beyond the given 
range should be avoided. Keep the crabs away 
from radiators and air conditioning ducts. They 
may be kept in bird cages, but the best housing is 
an aquarium. I have seen them abandon their 
shells in order to slip out between the bars of a 
bird or animal cage. The smaller crabs (%” to 
1%”) may be kept in a large gold fish bowl. Lar¬ 
ger sizes can be kept well in an aquarium of from 
5-gallon to 15-gallon size or larger. The size of the 
crabs’ home depends a lot on how much you want 
to spend and the space you have available in your 
home for them. A lot can be done to make their 
home an attractive terrarium decoration and a 
welcome addition to the decor of your home. The 
base material of the terrarium may be anything 
from sand or gravel to plant mulch or potting soil. 
The depth should be one to two inches. If you do 
not intend to use live plants in the terrarium, I 
would suggest the cleaner medium of sand or gra¬ 
vel. The rest of the arrangement is up to your per¬ 
sonal taste. It can include rocks, driftwood, cer¬ 
amic ornaments and plastic plants of the type sold 
in pet shops for use in aquariums (non-toxic). 
Since the crabs are great climbers, I also suggest 
cementing decorations in place with rubber-base 
aquarium cement. Be sure that none of the dec- 
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The best housing units for land hermit crabs are aquarium tanks 
manufactured for use by tropical fish hobbyists and terrarium en¬ 
thusiasts. Such tanks have the advantage of being comparatively 
cheap, easy to clean, viewable throughout almost their entire sur¬ 
face, easy to cover and illuminate and deep enough to provide 
objects onto which the hermit crabs can climb. Since aquarium 
tanks are now available in many different shapes, and with a num¬ 
ber of different finishes, they lend themselves to use as decorative 
elements. Stands specially designed for holding the aquariums 
also are available and also come in a wide range of styles. Other 
specialty items made for the tropical fish hobby are useful to 
keepers of hermit crabs. Colorful plastic plants and colorful non¬ 
toxic gravels and aggregates, for example, can be put to good use 
in the home designed for land hermit crabs. 
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The hermit crab shown here is not a land hermit crab, although it is 
close to Coenobita perlatus, the strawberry land hermit crab from 
Australia, in coloration. The species shown is the marine hermit 
crab Dardanus megistos. Photo by K. Gillett. 
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orations reaches the top of the terrarium or the 
crabs will climb up and possibly fall out. The 
safest way to make sure that your crabs don’t es¬ 
cape or injure themselves is to provide a cover for 
their aquarium. The cover can be a steel mesh 
cover that fits snugly over the frame or it can be a 
lighting canopy of the type sold for use on fish 
aquariums. One of the advantages, in fact, of 
choosing a standard-size fish aquarium for use in 
housing the crabs is that such a unit can easily be 
equipped with an inexpensive ready-made light¬ 
ing/covering device, as all pet shops sell them. 

Land hermit crabs prefer moist environ¬ 
ments. This can be accomplished by sprinkling 
them with moderately warm water a few times 
each week. They will show their pleasure by be¬ 
coming very active after the sprinkling. But 
never submerge the crab in water for any length 
of time. Even though they can usually survive for 
over an hour underwater, they are LAND crabs 
and will eventually drown. While one crab will do 
very well in the home you set up for him, you will 
enjoy it more if there are several. They get along 
well together, and each will develop a personality 
and characteristics that you will recognize im¬ 
mediately. Housing arrangements are limited 
only by your imagination! 
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The Shell 

The land hermit crab’s shell is not actually 
his. That is, it is not a part of his body. He occu¬ 
pies an empty snail shell, many times one discar¬ 
ded by another crab. After mating the females 
carry fertile eggs to the sea and release them in 
the water. After a period of about a month in the 
water a crab is finally developed which crawls 
ashore. The baby searches instinctively for an 
empty shell and claims its first home. The search 
for a more suitable home will never stop. Each 
shell the crab comes upon will be examined, first 
to see whether it is occupied, then for suitability 
as to size, cleanliness, weight, etc. If things look 
good from the outside he may try it on. The shell is 
positioned properly and the transfer made rather 
quickly, because the crab is much less well de¬ 
fended outside the shell. He may switch back and 
forth a few times until his mind is made up. This 
constant search continues throughout its life. 

The crab’s own body shell, or exoskeleton, 
does not grow. A new exoskeleton is constantly 
being developed underneath. Every twelve to fif¬ 
teen months the old exoskeleton will be molted 
and discarded. During this period the crab will 
probably find a place to hide. He feels defenseless 
during the time and should not be disturbed. 

Extra shells should always be available for 
your crabs, both for their enjoyment and for new 
homes as they grow. They frequently switch back 
and forth. Extra shells may be purchased where 
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The three photos on this page and opposite show members of the 
order Decapoda in what is currently believed to be the reverse order 
of their supposed evolution. Above is a true crab, (section Brach- 
yura of suborder Reptantia) Eriphis spinifrons ; the upper photo on 
the opposite page shows Munidia quadrispina, a member of the 
section Anomura of the suborder Reptantia, the section to which all 
hermit crabs belong. The lower photo on the opposite page shows 
an Enoplometopus species, a member of the section Macrura of the 
suborder Reptantia, to which all lobsters belong. 


Photos—this page: S. Frank; opposite, above: 
Dr. T.E. Thompson; opposite, below: Aaron Nor¬ 
man. 
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Extra shells that are 
put into the hermit 
crab tank should be 
thoroughly soaked 
beforehand to remove 
any chemicals or 
loose matter that 
might irritate the 
crabs' relatively soft 
abdomen. Photo by 
Dr. Herbert R. 
Axelrod. 


you bought your pet crab, or they may be ob¬ 
tained from the nearest seashore. Select shells 
that have a somewhat circular opening and are at 
least as large as the one your crab now occupies, 
preferably a little longer. Before putting a shell 
into the crab house, the shells should be soaked 
overnight in fresh water to remove any process¬ 
ing chemicals. 

NEVER try to remove a crab from his shell. 
He will allow himself to be torn apart rather than 
leave the protection of his shell. Some friends of 
mine have actually adorned empty shells with 
glass beads, rhinestones and sequins. Their crabs 
end up in crab palaces. 
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Handling 

Small crabs can be easily handled and can 
easily be trained to eat while the crab is sitting on 
your hand. Keep your fingers together in an out¬ 
stretched palm and place the crab on it together 
with some food each day. Soon they will become 
used to this. Remember that the crabs’ pincers 
are used for climbing, so if they decide to climb 
off your hand they may use the pincer to hold on. 
(This will be painful only if it is one of the larger 
crabs.) Remember that they are not trying to hurt 
you. They are just trying to keep from falling. 
Avoid putting your pet crab in a position where he 

Holding a small crab is best accomplished by supporting the ani¬ 
mal on the outstretched palm, with the hand slightly cupped. Photo 
by Darling Pet Farms. 
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When adding shells purchased for the purpose of housing the land 
hermit crabs as they grow and discard their old shells, try to select 
shells having a rounded opening rather than an elongated, slit-like 
opening. Photo by Dr. Herbert R. Axelrod. 
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Land hermit crabs begin their lives in the ocean. After hatching 
from eggs laid in the ocean by their mother, the young crabs be¬ 
come part of the plankton of the ocean, composed of countless bil¬ 
lions of crab larvae, copepods, worms and other creatures like 
those pictured in this photo of plankton. Photo by K. Gillett. 
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View of a typical land hermit crab’s small (right side of crab) che- 
liped and large (left side of crab) cheliped. The left-side cheliped of 
a large land hermit crab is capable of taking a firm grip on the hand, 
so care should be taken in handling large crabs. Photo by Dr. Her¬ 
bert R. Axelrod. 


feels as though he might fall from your hand. 
Crabs from three to nine inches in size are best 
handled by holding the shell behind the opening. 
You can allow your pet crab to roam the floor or 
wherever you want as long as you are there to 
watch. Incidentally, a good technique to remove a 
hanging-on crab from your finger without injur¬ 
ing it is to hold it under running lukewarm water; 
the crab will let go. 

As this page is being typed, “Herman,” one of 
my pet crabs, is wandering among the papers on 
my desk. A few minutes ago he started to climb 
down the typewriter’s electric cord and had to be 
repositioned. Orville is wearing a Turbo petho- 
latus or smooth tapestry turban shell, one of my 
favorite shells and obviously his favorite too. 
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A Few Points of Interest 

The land hermit crab sometimes commun¬ 
icates by a whirring-chirping sound, though not 
too often. These noises usually have been heard 
during aggressive encounters in the crabs’ nat¬ 
ural environment and are seldom heard in captiv¬ 
ity. The only behavior observed that may resem¬ 
ble aggression has been when one crab shakes or 
rocks another to drive him from a shell the aggre¬ 
ssor wants. Even in this act neither crab is harm¬ 
ed. 

There are no obvious sexual differences in the 
land hermit crab and none have been bred in cap¬ 
tivity. There have been, however, occasions 
where females carrying ova were caught on their 
way to the water, then placed in a terrarium with 
access to seawater, and a few hatchlings obtain¬ 
ed. The hatchlings developed with the feeding of 
freshly hatched brine shrimp. 

The prettiest land hermit crab is Coenobita 
perlatus ,the “strawberry” from Australia. Rare¬ 
ly seen in the United States and expensive when 
available, it is bright red with white specks. 

The land hermit crab is truly a pet that seems 
to have been made for our enjoyment. Use com¬ 
mon sense and consideration in caring for yours 
and they will respond by learning to trust you. 
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Land hermit crabs are not by any means the only gregarious crabs. 
Individuals of the species shown here, Mictyris longicarpus, are 
seen in such large aggregations that they have been given the name 
soldier crabs. Photo by K. Gillett. 
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